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Second Lieutenant Samuel Reeves Keesler, Jr. 

1896 ï 1918 
 

 

 

Samuel Reeves Keesler, Jr., was born in Greenwood, Mississippi, on 11 April 1896. He 

was an outstanding student leader and athlete in high school and at Davidson College in North 

Carolina. 

 

Keesler entered the U.S. Army Air Service on 13 May 1917. He earned his commission as 

a second lieutenant on 15 August, and received training as an aerial observer at Fort Sill, 

Oklahoma, before sailing to France in March 1918. After additional training in aerial gunnery and 

artillery fire control, Lieutenant Keesler was assigned to the 24th Aero Squadron, in the Verdun 

sector of the Western Front, on 26 August 1918. 

 

While performing a reconnaissance mission behind German lines in the late afternoon of 8 

October 1918, Keesler and his pilot, 1st Lt Harold W. Riley, came under heavy gunfire from four 

enemy aircraft. Riley quickly lost control of the badly damaged airplane while Keesler continued 

to fend off the attackers even as they plummeted to the ground. Seriously wounded during the 

battle and ensuing crash landing, German ground troops eventually captured and held Keesler and 

Riley prisoner. Unable to receive immediate medical attention, Keesler died from his injuries the 

following day. He was posthumously awarded the WWI Victory Medal with Silver Star device for 

his gallantry.  
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History of Keesler Air Force Base 
 

Early Development: 1941 - 1949 

 

In early January 1941, Biloxi city officials assembled a formal offer to invite the U.S. Army Corps 

to build a base to support the WWII training buildup. The package included the Biloxi airport, the 

old Naval Reserve Park, and parts of Oak Park sufficient to support a technical training school 

with a population of 5,200 people.  

 

On 6 March 1941, the War 

Department officially notified Mayor 

Louis Braun that Biloxi had been 

selected. The War Department 

activated Army Air Corps Station No. 

8, Aviation Mechanics School, Biloxi, 

Mississippi, on 12 June 1941. City 

officials wanted the base named after 

a notable figure in the local area's 

history, but it was War Department 

policy to name installations after 

service members killed in action. In 

late June, Mayor Braun received word 

that the new school would be named in 

honor of Second Lieutenant Samuel 

Reeves Keesler, Jr., of Greenwood, 

Mississippi. Lieutenant Keesler had 

died of wounds sustained during 

World War I while serving in France 

as an aerial observer assigned to the 24th Aero Squadron, U.S. Army Air Service. On 25 August 

1941, Army Air Corps Station No. 8 was officially designated as Keesler Army Airfield.  

 

Base Construction  

 

Congress initially appropriated $6 million for construction at Biloxi and an additional $2 million 

for equipment. By the time the War Department allocated the funds in April 1941, the projected 

cost had risen to $9.6 million. On 14 June 1941, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers awarded 

Newton, Glenn, and Knost Construction Company and J. A. Jones Construction Company 

contracts totaling $10 million to build Biloxi's technical training school. At the time, it was the 

most expensive government project to have been undertaken in the State of Mississippi.  

 

First Soldiers Arrive  

 

Captain Samuel A. Mundell arrived in Biloxi on 12 June 1941. He was joined two days later by a 

startup cadre from Scott Field, Illinois, consisting of a second lieutenant and 20 enlisted personnel; 

they established a temporary headquarters at the Biloxi Armory. Lieutenant Colonel William J. 

Hanlon arrived on 16 June to assume command from Captain Mundell. The same Arthur W. Brock 

The Biloxi  airport,  ballpark  and golf course 
as it appeared in 1941. 
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who had first examined the site in January, now promoted to colonel, arrived on 17 July to become 

the base's first permanent commander.  

 

On 8 September 1941, the 310th Technical School Squadron (the mess unit) became the first 

squadron to move to the new barracks. Before the end of the month, three basic training units, the 

301st, 303d, and 304th Technical School Squadrons, had also moved into permanent quarters.  

 

Basic Training  

 

When the War Department activated Keesler Field in June 1941, the local community thought it 

was getting a technical training center with a student population, which might peak, at 20,000 

people. Not only was Keesler to house a technical training center, but it would also host one of the 

Army's newest replacement, or basic training centers. Keesler's population almost doubled 

overnight.  

 

The first shipment of recruits arrived at Keesler Field on 21 August 1941. During World War II, 

the Army's basic training program was little more than a reception process. At Keesler, basic 

training lasted four weeks, during which classifiers determined the type of follow on schooling 

that each recruit would receive. Many stayed at Keesler to become airplane and engine mechanics, 

while others transferred to aerial gunnery or aviation cadet schools. Trains passed through Keesler 

daily, dropping off new trainees and picking up graduates.  

 

By September 1944, the number of recruits had dropped, but the workload remained constant, as 

Keesler personnel began processing veteran ground troops and combat crews who had returned 

from duty overseas for additional training and follow on assignments. Basic training wound down 

drastically after the end of World War II, and it was finally discontinued at Keesler on 30 June 

1946.  

 

Technical Training  

 

Technical training school officers and staff began arriving at Keesler Field in mid July 1941, 

primarily from Chanute Field, Illinois. The new academic buildings were still under construction 

when the Airplane and Engine Mechanics School opened. Basic Branch students received 

instruction in five barracks buildings; Instructor Branch students were assigned to temporary 

classrooms set up in commandeered circus tents. In mid-1942 the Army Air Forces directed 

Keesler to focus upon the training of mechanics for B-24 Liberator heavy bombers. The school 

received its first B 24 in late September 1942. Six more arrived shortly thereafter, and specialized 

B 24 maintenance training began on 19 October. Over time, Keesler gradually replaced them with 

civilian instructors, including many women.  

 

Women began training here in 1943, as did international students. Students from more than 50 

countries have received aviation, personnel and electronics training at Keesler.  
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Generally unknown to most was 

the role that the Tuskegee 

Airmen and other African-

American troops played on 

Keesler. In fact, more than 7,000 

African-American soldiers were 

stationed at Keesler Field by the 

autumn of 1943. These soldiers 

included pre-aviation cadets, 

radio operators, aviation 

technicians, bombardiers, and 

aviation mechanics. Many 

others, like First Sergeant Lucius 

Theus, a future major general, 

also served with distinction in 

Keeslerôs permanently assigned 

African-Americans units. Keesler 

also trained a small number of 

black aircraft mechanics from the Tuskegee Institute. These African-American service members 

took a giant step forward in their goal of winning wars on two fronts - the struggle against racism 

at home and the fight against foreign enemies abroad 

 

Specialized Flying Training 

 

Keesler continued to focus upon specialized training in B-24 maintenance until mid-1944. 

Thereafter, the base was directed to expand its mechanics training curriculums to include other 

aircraft. Changing requirements forced the consolidation of all air-rescue training at Keesler in 

early 1945, however, and many of these programs had to be moved elsewhere for lack of facility 

space. 

 

The rapid buildup of heavy bomber units overseas demanded additional aircrew, and Keesler was 

tasked to assist in the spring of 1944. A B-24 Copilot School began operation in July, and its 

curriculum was expanded to include B-32 copilot training in October. Procured in small numbers 

as a back-up aircraft design for the B-29 strategic bomber program, the B-32 Terminator was 

plagued with mechanical problems and production delays. Its contribution to the war effort was 

limited and, subsequently, B-32 aircrew training ceased in January 1945. The need for B-24 crews 

had also diminished, and Keesler stopped training B-24 copilots two months later.   

Keeslerôs first graduating class of African-American 

airplane mechanics, 1944. 
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In late July 1944, the Army Air Forces (AAF) consolidated all air-sea rescue training at Keesler. 

The situation worsened on 4 January 1945, when the AAF Training Command ordered Keesler to 

give first priority to air-sea rescue training. The Emergency Rescue School disbanded in April 

1946. Thereafter, air-sea rescue training passed to the Air Transport Command's newly established 

Air Rescue Service. 
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The Post World War II Era  

 

In late May 1947, the AAF announced plans to move its Radar School from Boca Raton, Florida, 

to Keesler. The Radar School officially arrived on 14 November 1947, making Keesler responsible 

for operating the two largest military technical schools in the United States. Thereafter, shrinking 

budgets forced the base to reduce its operating costs: the Airplane and Engine Mechanics School 

and the Radar School consolidated on 1 April 1948.  

 

Meanwhile, in September 1947, the United States Air Force became an independent branch of the 

armed services. As a result, Keesler Field was officially redesignated as an Air Force base on 13 

January 1948.  

 

In early 1949, Air Training Command decided that Keesler should focus its efforts on teaching 

radar, radio, and electronics maintenance and repair. To make room, the airplane and engine 

mechanics courses had to be moved elsewhere. Especially since the Air Force also planned to 

transfer the Radio Operations School to Keesler from Scott AFB, Illinois. In addition to training 

radio operators, Keesler was to begin teaching air traffic service technicians; aircraft approach 

controllers, ground radar mechanics, and radar repairman/ground controlled approach specialists. 

The last mechanics training courses had moved to Sheppard AFB, Texas, by November, and it was 

at this point in the base's history that Keesler became known as the "Electronics Training Center 

of the Air Force."  

 

The Korean War and the Fifties: 1950 - 1959  

 

In August 1950, Keesler embarked on a major rebuilding program to upgrade its facilities across 

the board. The first phase of this project called for the construction of a new electronics laboratory, 

barracks, and a dining hall for a total cost of $14 million. In 1951, Congress appropriated an 

additional $44 million to complete Keesler's reconstruction. Plans included four two-story 

academic buildings (later named Allee, Dolan, Thomson, and Wolfe Halls), a 352-bed hospital, 

modern family housing units, and a three-story dormitory complex dubbed "the triangle" because 

of its distinctive layout.  

 

The 1950s also meant organizational change for Keesler. Since August 1948, the 3380th Technical 

Training Wing had controlled all base activities. Under it were four subordinate units: the 3380th 

Technical Training Group, which operated the school; the 3380th Maintenance and Supply Group; 

the 3380th Air Base Group; and the 3380th Medical Group. In 1955, a fifth group was added: the 

3380th Installations Group. That arrangement continued until 1 January 1959, when Air Training 

Command redesignated the wing as Headquarters, Keesler Technical Training Center (KTTC). At 

the same time, the training group was redesignated as the 3380th Technical School, USAF, and all 

of its subordinate student squadrons were renamed school squadrons.  

 

Technical Training  

 

Keesler's modernization required more than expanded facilities. For example, Keesler began using 

television instruction methods as early as June 1953. In 1950, Keesler offered only 14 generalized 
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courses, but by December 1959 that number had grown to 116, including vital USAF programs 

such as the aircraft warning and control system.  

 

In early 1956, Keesler entered the missile age by opening a ground support-training program for 

the SM-65 Atlas intercontinental ballistic missile. In addition, school personnel were developing 

training methods for the newly adopted semi-automatic ground environment (SAGE) system, an 

integrated defense net intended to protect the United States from Soviet air attack. The base gained 

even more responsibility in 1958, when the Air Force announced that Scott AFB would relinquish 

its training mission. As a result, all control tower operator, radio maintenance, and general radio 

operator courses came to be under Keesler's already broad technical training roof.  

 

Technology in the Sixties and Seventies: 1960 - 1979  

 

By 1960 the school at Keesler had earned a solid reputation for high technology training, offering 

courses in radar, communications, and electronics. During the early l960s, Keesler lost many of 

its airborne training courses, and the aircraft 

they required. The TC-54s assigned to 

electronic warfare officer training departed 

for Mather AFB, California, in April 1961. In 

December 1962, the Air Ground Operations 

School and its T 33s transferred to Eglin 

AFB, Florida; they had filled Biloxi's 

airspace with jet noise since 1957. The last C-

47 used for airborne ground approach radar 

training left in 1966, when it was replaced by 

a ground-based simulator.  

 

By the mid-1960s, the United States was 

beginning to deploy substantial forces to 

Southeast Asia. The Vietnam War buildup 

caused base- wide shortages of everything 

from uniforms to post office boxes, but it also 

returned pilot training to Keesler for the first 

time since 1953. On 15 January 1967, the 

3389th Pilot Training Squadron was 

activated and equipped with T-28 Trojans. Its 

mission was to teach Military Assistance 

Program (MAP) students how to fly. The 

squadron hosted personnel from many 

countries, including Iran, Mexico, and Peru, 

but especially from South Vietnam. Of the 

908 pilots who graduated before the squadron 

inactivated in 1973, 743 were from that 

beleaguered country. Advances in evolving technology rapidly led to changes in Keeslerôs training 

and infrastructure. Meanwhile, all Air Force basic training at Keesler ceased in 1966, when Air 

Training Command assigned that responsibility solely to Lackland AFB, Texas. 

Advances in evolving technology rapidly led 

to changes in Keeslerôs training and 

infrastructure.  
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On 11 June 1968, Keesler reached a milestone when it graduated its one-millionth student. A 

month later, the school absorbed both personnel and administrative functions that increased 

Keesler's student population by almost 20 percent. 

 

Keesler remained the largest training base within ATC throughout the 1970s, and it continued to 

stay on the cutting edge of electronics technology, instructing students in new systems such as the 

worldwide military command and control system and the 407L radar system. The school was the 

country's main supplier of electronics technicians, but a traditional division between academic and 

technical studies meant that Keesler's graduates could not receive college credit for their efforts.  

 

On 31 May 1972, Air Training Command redesignated the 3380th Technical School as the USAF 

School of Applied Aerospace Sciences. Soon after on 13 December, the school received 

institutional accreditation from the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools. As a result, 

Airmen trained at Keesler received a Career Educational Certificate from the newly established 

Community College of the Air Force. This opportunity was further expanded in April 1977, when 

Keesler graduates became eligible to apply their technical training towards an Associate of Arts 

degree. 

 

Keesler's student load dropped to an all-time low after the Vietnam War ended, and Air Force 

officials responded to changing social conditions by reexamining the school's teaching functions. 

As a result, Air Training Command inactivated the USAF School of Applied Aerospace Sciences 

on 1 April 1977 and replaced it with the 3300th Technical Training Wing, which activated the 

same day. 

  

Tenant Support 

 

As the Vietnam War began winding down, so too did the need to train Vietnamese pilots. The 

MAP foreign pilot training program ended in 1973, again leaving Keesler without a flying mission. 

That situation did not last long as several flying units were reassigned to Keesler during the 1970s. 

On 16 April 1973, the Department of Defense announced that Military Airlift Command (MAC) 

would transfer two squadrons to Keesler: the 1st Aerospace Cartographic and Geodetic Squadron 

from Forbes AFB, Kansas, and the 53d Weather Reconnaissance Squadron from Ramey AFB, 

Puerto Rico. The 1st Aerospace Cartographic and Geodetic Squadron used its RC-130s to conduct 

photomapping assignments worldwide, while the 53d went "hurricane huntingò throughout the 

Caribbean with its WC-130s. 

 

These squadrons were tenant units at Keesler, meaning they relied on various base organizations 

for support but were not otherwise a part of Keesler's command structure. Both units were in place 

by 31 July 1973. In addition to the units belonging to MAC, Keesler also gained an Air Force 

Reserve tenant in April 1973 when the 920th Tactical Airlift Group activated. This unit flew C-

130 Hercules turboprop transport aircraft. 

 

The increased number of large aircraft underscored the need for airfield improvements. Starting in 

January 1974, engineers began extending the runway and converting two hangars into aircraft 

maintenance shops. Even before these projects could be completed, however, the Air Force 

proposed transferring yet another unit to Keeslerðthe 7th Airborne Command and Control 
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Squadron, which had previously been assigned to Pacific Air Forces and stationed in Southeast 

Asia. Active U.S. involvement had ended in Vietnam, and the 7th was no longer needed in the Far 

East. Keesler was selected as the new home for the 7th's EC-130 airborne command and control 

aircraft; the squadron arrived in August 1975 as a base tenant   unit   reporting   directly   to   

Tactical Air   Command   (TAC). 

 

The End of the Cold War and Beyond: 1980 - 1999  

 

Two weapon systems training programs gained attention during the early l980s. One was the 

airborne warning and control system (employed aboard the E-3A Sentry aircraft), and the other 

was the BGM-109 ground-launched cruise missile. Keesler's air traffic control program also 

garnered its share of publicity - especially after the Professional Air Traffic Controllers 

Organization walked off the job in August 1981. When President Ronald Reagan fired the strikers, 

Keesler-trained military air traffic controllers stepped in to keep the nation's airways flowing 

smoothly.  

 

Beginning in 1984, school officials worked with Air Force Communications Command's 1872d 

School Squadron to develop prototype-training programs using interactive videodisc (IVD) 

technology, which soon supported a variety of Keesler interactive course offerings. Keesler's Wall 

Studio IVD production capability was one of only two in the entire Air Force, and supported many 

organizations Air Force wide.  

 

Driven by deep defense budget cuts, the congressionally mandated base realignment and closure 

process culminated in a major downsizing effort, significantly impacting Keesler's training 

mission. With base closure forcing an end to technical training at Chanute AFB, Illinois, and 

Lowry AFB, Colorado, Keesler's growing importance as a technical university would become even 

more firmly fixed. The first additions arrived in 1990, as Keesler acquired Chanute's weather 

forecasting courses. Lowry's metrology and precision maintenance electronics laboratory training 

program followed in 1992-1993.  

 

The Air Force released the "Year of Training" initiatives in 1992. It was a top to bottom 

reevaluation of the process by which USAF technicians acquired and honed their skills. This action 

led to a host of organizational changes. One initiative proposed a drawdown of USAF field training 

detachments (FTD). These detachments were the mechanism by which USAF maintainers still in 

the planning stages in 1995, the FTD draw down initiative would divide weapon systems training 

among the major using commands and the technical training centers, and Keesler stood to inherit 

many new course responsibilities once the draw down plan went into effect.  

 

Another Year of Training initiative resulted in the return of flying training to Keesler for the first 

time since 1973. Tasked with providing operational airlift support training to pilots in C-12C/F 

Huron and C-21A Learjet aircraft, the 45th Airlift Squadron was assigned to the 81st Training 

Group. It began operations in July 1994.  

 

Meanwhile, the massive restructuring of the Air Force in the early 1990s also meant several 

changes for Keesler's associate units. The first occurred when the 53d Weather Reconnaissance 

Squadron (known throughout the Gulf region as the Hurricane Hunters) inactivated and transferred 
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to the reserves on 30 June 1991. Its important mission merged with the storm-tracking mission of 

the 815th WRS, a component of the 403d Wing, Keesler's resident Air Force Reserve unit that 

includes the 815th Airlift Squadron that also flies C-130s. Another base tenant change occurred 

when the 7th Airborne Command and Control Squadron and its EC-130 flying command post 

aircraft relocated to Davis-Monthan AFB, Arizona, in September 1994.  

 

Those restructuring efforts similarly affected units assigned to Keesler Technical Training Center. 

In February 1992, Headquarters Air Force redesignated the base's host unit as the Keesler Training 

Center (KTC). The 3300th Technical Training Wing downsized to become a group, and its 

component technical training groups became squadrons. The 3305th Student Group also 

inactivated along with its subordinate squadrons. In mid-September all of the 3380th numbered 

units assumed the 393d designation, as the base further realigned itself to conform to the Air 

Force's objective wing structure. In addition, the technical training group also assumed the 393d 

designation, and its nine technical training and training support squadrons were renumbered to 

better reflect the new, simplified organizational arrangement.  

 

Yet another major change occurred on 1 July 1993, when Keesler Training Center inactivated, and 

its lineage and honors retired. On the same day, the 81st Tactical Fighter Wing, formerly located 

at RAF Bentwaters, United Kingdom, was redesignated the 81st Training Wing and concurrently 

activated to serve as Keesler's host organization. At the same time, HQ USAF redesignated Air 

Training Command as Air Education and Training Command (AETC), and the command activated 

Second Air Force and stationed it at Keesler. Its mission was to oversee all technical training 

conducted within AETC.  

 

The 21st Century  

 

The end of the Cold War and subsequent military drawdown caused   the   armed   services   to   

refocus   on   a   long   dormant   issue, namely participation in the Interservice Training Review 

Organization (ITRO)ða review of 

military programs to eliminate training 

duplication and     reduce     training     

costs     through     consolidation.     The     

first results  of  ITRO  made  themselves  

felt  at  Keesler  in  1995,  when  the 

ITRO Executive Board determined that 

all DoD Calibration training would be 

consolidated at Keesler. The first 

contingent of students arrived in 1996, 

as the Navy closed offices and moved 

equipment from San Diego, California, 

and Norfolk, Virginia, to Keesler. The 

Marine Corps followed in 1997, as it 

transferred equipment and students 

from the Marine Corps Logistics Base   

(MCLB)   in Albany,   Georgia,   to   

Keesler.   The   course   load and 

Keesler AFBôs premier ñTriangle Vision.ò 
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population increase expected from the FTD drawdown dissipated in 1996, as USAF leaders 

determined that centralization of training under the FTD would be unrealistic. 

 

On 4 October 1996, Keesler officially implemented ñTriangle Vision,ò an ambitious five-year, 

$23-million building project designed to modernize the baseôs 1950s era technical training 

dormitories and dining facilities. The first phase of the project called for the selective short-

term repair of existing facilities, including renovation of restrooms and removal of hazardous 

material. The second phase replaced dormitories with seven new facilities, created a new training 

support squadron and built an additional dining hall. 

 

Hurricane Katrina  

 

Hurricane Katrina ranked as one of the costliest and deadliest hurricanes in U.S. history. It was the 

eleventh named storm, fifth hurricane  and second  Category  5 hurricane  of the 2005 Atlantic  

hurricane season,  and  sixth  strongest  Atlantic  hurricane  ever  recorded,  to  date. 

 

Tropical Depression Twelve formed over the southeastern Bahamas at 4:00 p.m. Central Daylight 

Time (CDT) on August 23, 2005 partially from the remains of Tropical Depression Ten. The 

system was upgraded to Tropical Storm Katrina on the morning of August 24, and became a 

hurricane only two hours before it made landfall on August 25, between Hallandale Beach and 

Aventura, on the east coast of Florida. 

 

Katrina   had   a well- defined   eye on Doppler radar that remained intact throughout its passage 

over the state Florida.  It had weakened to a tropical storm as it passed over land, but quickly 

regained strength and hurricane status approximately one hour after entering the Gulf of Mexico. 

Rapid intensification occurred during the first 24-hours after entering the Gulf, due in part to the 

stormôs movement over the warm sea surface  temperatures of the Loop Currentða large flow of 

warm water that flows clockwise and dominates circulation within  the east- ern  Gulf  of Mexico.  

On August 25,  the  storm  reached Category 3 intensity on  the  Saffir-Simpson Hurricane Scale,  

and  became the third   major   hurricane  of  the  season.  President George W.  Bush declared a 

state of emergency in Louisiana, Alabama and Mississippi two days before the hurricane made a 

second landfall. 

 

At 8:00 a.m.  (CDT), on the morning of August 27,  the 81st Training Wing  commanderôs Crises  

Action  Team  (CAT)  assembled and  declared Hurricane Condition (HURCON) 3. The decision 

was made to evacuate over 10,000 personnel and begin preparations to shelter   the remaining 

6,000. Katrina continued to intensify and reached Category 5 status on August 28, with maximum 

sustained winds of 175 mph and a central pressure of 902 millibar (mbar). The CAT reassembled 

at 8:00 a.m. on Sunday morning, August 28, and declared HURCON 2. Base shelters opened that 

afternoon at 5:00 p.m., and the 45th Airlift Squadron and 403d Wing deployed their aircraft to safe 

zones. The CAT reconvened that afternoon and initiated HURCON 1ðthe outer bands of 

Hurricane Katrina were already being felt by Sunday evening. 

 

Just after midnight on August 29, although the hurricane was still six hours away from a second 

landfall, the storm was so large that some areas of the Gulf Coast were already experiencing 

tropical storm-force winds. Overnight, the system entered an eye-wall replacement cycle and 
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although its maximum sustained winds had slightly weakened, the storm grew even larger. Katrina 

made a second landfall at 6:10 a.m. on August 29, near Buras-Triumph, Louisiana (approximately 

150  miles west of Keesler AFB), as a Category 3 hurricane with sustained winds  of 125 mph. 

 

A few hours later, Katrina made a third and final landfall near the Louisiana/Mississippi border 

with 120 mph sustained windsð still a Category 3 hurricane.  Record  storm  surge  came  ashore  

along the  entire  Mississippi Gulf  Coast  and  into Alabama, peaking at 34 feet in Bay St Louis,  

Mississippi, and reaching 13 feet as far away as Mobile, Alabama.  Moving at 15 mph, Katrinaôs 

eye passed 43 miles to the west of Keesler. With the base battened down and all conceivable 

preparations completed, personnel waited for the storm to pass. Scattered across the installation in 

six, 1,000-person shelters (medical center and training buildings), 6,006 people hunkered down as 

the base was pummeled for nearly 12 hours. 

 

Katrinaôs Wake 

 

The water from Biloxiôs Back Bay swamped Keeslerôs northern- most thoroughfare, Ploesti Drive. 

The main road running north and south, Larcher Boulevardðalong with 50 percent of the baseð

became submerged. The BX and Commissary were inundated under more than five feet of water; 

Keesler Medical Center received massive flooding into its basement, as did countless other 

facilities. The shelters were battered and took on some floodwater, but remained intact. When the 

storm surge receded and the winds calmed down, Katrinaôs devastating blow to Keesler was 

estimated at $950 million with 95 percent of the base damaged to some extent. 

  

Personnel   and   resources   from    around    the   Air   Force    quickly converged on the installation, 

and the extraordinary reconstruction effort, dubbed Operation DRAGON COMEBACK, began in 

earnest. Although Keeslerôs training mission was temporarily halted, within days several 

squadrons resumed training for students who were within 7-10 days of graduating from their 

respective courses. The rapid recovery and repair of training facilities and the remarkable efforts 

of instructors allowed additional courses to be quickly brought back on line. By October 20, all 

enlisted initial skill courses were approved to be taught, although some at less than 100 percent 

capacity; by November 1, there were 1,762 students in training at Keesler; and by years end almost 

all training facilities, dining halls, and student dorms that had sustained damage became 

operational. The tremendous efforts of the military and civilians assigned to the 81st Training 

Wing enabled Keeslerôs mission to resume much sooner than anyone originally anticipated, and 

the remarkable pace of rebuilding the base continued. 

 

At the beginning of the 21st Century, the 81 TRW was one of the largest technical training wings 

in Air Education and Training Command (AETC). In addition to technical training, Keesler AFB 

also trained pilots in C-21 aircraft. The C-21's belonged to the 45th Airlift Squadron (AS), a 

detachment from Little Rock AFB, Arkansas. The 45 AS inactivated on 15 July 2011 ending seven 

years of pilot training. Today, the 81 Training Wing (TRW) trains thousands of Airmen and 

members form the Navy, Army, Marines, Coast Guard, and allied nations. Thousands of Air Force 

and DoD civilians train at Keesler each year. Thirty-six AFSC-awarding training courses were 

taught at Keesler; among them are Undergraduate Cyber Training, Command Post, Air Traffic 

Control, Manpower, Personnel, and DoD Weather. The 81st Medical Group also trains Airmen in 
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seven enlisted Phase II medical courses and doctors and dentists through its graduate medical and 

dental education programs. Though the 81 TRW primary missions were that of technical training, 

Keesler AFB as a whole is host to many associate units with their own histories. 

 

Keesler AFB Became the Air Forceôs Cyber Training Campus 

The Air Announced in 2009 that the 81 Training Group (81 TRG) at KAFB would establish a 

cyber-campus. Therefore, combat systems, communications, and information officers combined 

into a cyber-warfare officer 17X specialty group. The enlisted members also transitioned the same 

way into cyber warfare operations (bound/wired) and (unbound/wireless) career fields. This 

process initiated the path to the Undergraduate Cyber Training (UCT) program. The first officers 

graduated from the UCT on 7 December 2010. 
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HISTORY OF THE 81st TRAINING  WING  

 

 

Emblem: Approved 2 Mar 1943, for use by the 81st Fighter Group; approved 14 May 1956 for 

use by the 81st Training Wing. 

Description:   Or, a dragon salient wings displayed addorsed azure, armed and langued gules, 

incensed proper, holding in its dexter claw a stylized boll weevil sable. 

Significance:  The wingôs mission is symbolized by the fabled fiery dragon, a creature adopted in 

medieval times with the thought of intimidating enemies.  The dragonôs   breath of fire renders all 

opposition useless, while the stylized boll weevil clutched in the dragonôs claw is suggestive of 

the enemy. 

Motto :  Le Nom-Les Armes-La Loyauté (The Name, The Arms, The Loyalty) 
 

Although not established until 1948, the 81st Tactical Fighter Wingôs  bestowed  history  

dates  back  to World  War  II,  when  the  81st Pursuit  Group  (Interceptor)  was activated  in 

February  1942,  at Morris Field, North Carolina.  In May 1942, the unit was redesignated the 

81st Fighter Group and began training with P-39 aircraft. Later that year, the groupôs ground 

echelon arrived in French Morocco with the force that invaded North Africa on 8 November 

1942. Its air echelon, which had trained in  England, a r r i v e d in  North Africa in December 

1 9 4 2. Assigned to Twelfth Air  Force, the Group supported Allied ground operations against 

Axis forces in Tunisia. Afterward, the 81st patrolled the coast of Africa and protected Allied 

shipping lanes in the Mediterranean Sea. The group also provided cover for ship convoys that 

landed troops on the island of Pantelleria and Sicily, and at Anzio, Italy 

 

In February 1944, the 81st transferred to India and began training with P-40 Warhawk and 

P-47 Thunderbolt aircraft. It moved to China in May and became part of Fourteenth Air Force. 

The group continued training until January 1945, when it returned to combat duty. There, the 81st 


